The Challenge of Bilingualism

ParticipACTION Campaigns Succeeded in Two Languages
François Lagarde P articipACTION's history paralleled the recognition and promotion of English and French as Canada's two official languages. "In establishing the legal infrastructure for the official languages -first by the initial act of 1969, then by sections 16 to 23 of the Constitution Act, 1982 and, lastly, by the new Act in 1988 -the federal government made linguistic duality a fundamental part of the Canadian identity." 1 During that same period, Canada became more linguistically diverse and underwent challenging debates on national unity. The French Canadian identity slowly gave way to the Francophone regional identities of the Quebecers, Acadians, Franco-Saskatchewanians, Franco-Ontarians, Franco-Manitobans, etc. 2 National advertisers increasingly recognized Quebec as a unique market that required distinctive strategies developed by Quebec-based agencies. Ultimately, these trends meant that contrived efforts through the mere translation of advertisements created in English would be ignored or resented by many Frenchspeaking Canadians.
Like all federally funded programs and organizations, ParticipACTION was expected to perform well by reaching all Canadians in both official languages "from coast to coast". And perform it did. In a 1994 survey, French-speaking respondents were most aware of ParticipACTION. 3 Given that the mother tongue of more than 80% of Quebecers is French and that approximately 85% of Canadians whose first language is French live in Quebec, Quebec respondents' unaided awareness of ParticipACTION was the highest in the country: 31% in Quebec, followed by 23% in the Atlantic provinces. The national average for unaided awareness was 17%. Aided awareness was very high in all parts of the country, including Quebec: 89% nationally, 97% in the Atlantic provinces, 95% in the West, 89% in Quebec, and 82% in Ontario. Some 70% of Quebec respondents rated ParticipACTION's efforts as very useful, the highest rating in the country. The national average was 60%.
This ability of a national program to reach both English and French Canadians is outstanding. In addition, the campaign was carried out with limited funds because ParticipACTION's budgets did not allow for the production of totally different English and French campaigns.
This article examines the three factors that explain such a high level of achievement: the genesis of the organization, people's attitude and skills, and the involvement of skilled staff and suppliers at every step of the creative development and production process. Yet, these factors taken on their own do not constitute a magic formula. This retrospective analysis should serve as a case study for other organizations that have a mission and the motivation to reach national objectives in bi/multilingual or bi/multicultural settings.
Genesis -Bilingual right from the start
One of the founders of ParticipACTION, Philippe de Gaspé Beaubien, was committed to achieving ParticipACTION's mission in both official languages. His initial core group of leaders had an influential network that gave the organization access to media elites and top creative professionals in both linguistic communities.
Initially, ParticipACTION's head office was located in Montreal. Although the national office moved to Toronto in the late 1970s, the organization retained a permanent office in Montreal during almost all its years of existence.
Two other factors in the genesis of ParticipACTION contributed to its acceptance in two cultures and languages -its bilingual name and its status as a nongovernmental organization. Although some perceived ParticipACTION as a federal government agency, key partners and major media donors were aware of the organization's non-governmental and nonprofit status. This helped establish an initial image that was built around the organization's apolitical health and fitness message.
Leaders, staff and suppliers -Bilingual at heart
People with the right attitudes and skills are an important ingredient of successful bilingual campaigns. First and foremost, the board of directors and senior management at ParticipACTION were committed to producing and delivering outstanding communications that were relevant, powerful and effective in both languages. This does not mean that all board members, staff and suppliers needed to be bilingual themselves. Nor did every campaign need to be totally different. It does mean, however, that the people involved shared the same goals, and recognized that bilingual campaigns require open-mindedness, time and money.
In an article on marketing in multicultural environments, Bertagnoli suggests that marketing skills are the deciding factor for hiring, rather than gender, ethnicity or multicultural knowledge. "However, being able to recruit and retain a diverse employee base in the marketing department, or foster strong relationships with multicultural consultants and agencies, may sharpen a company's message to various target markets. At least, it may help avoid potentially embarrassing gaffes due to ignorance about culture or language." 4 Building on the suggestions by Barrette et al. regarding the assets required for effective intercultural communication, the best people to work on multicultural campaigns are probably individuals who have the interpersonal skills to grasp and convey the nuances within their own culture. 5 François Lagarde is a social marketing and communications consultant, and an associate professor at the Faculty of Medicine of the University of Montreal. From 1984 to 1991, he worked for ParticipACTION where he served as vice-president, and manager of media campaigns and special projects.
ParticipACTION intuitively followed these guidelines by recruiting and expecting employees and suppliers to collectively possess the necessary marketing, communications and personal skills, as well as the will to develop successful campaigns in both English and French. The organization also recruited French-speaking board members, senior staff and suppliers with the same clout, talent and experience as English-speaking ones. The mix of people helped build mature and creative tension that would make the most of common points, yet adapt to the necessary nuances in the creative development and production processes.
The ParticipACTION process -Bilingual throughout
Developing bilingual campaigns can be very frustrating for all those involved, be they members of management, creative teams or financial officers. Frustrations mostly occur when issues are raised too late in the process or when those involved in the linguistic adaptation are not given enough information, time or opportunity to provide input and ownership.
The golden rule for developing and producing bilingual campaigns is clear and simple. Campaigns need to be thought out in English and in French from the very beginning right through to the end. This means finding relevant research information in the various cultural groups and involving all members of the creative teams every step of the way. The 'big ideas', just like the minor details, need to be doublechecked for relevancy in both languages.
SUMMARY
The genesis of ParticipACTION and its bilingual name got the organization off to a good start by creating campaigns that were highly successful in reaching both English-and French-speaking Canadians. This was achieved with the added challenge of limited budgets that did not allow for the development of separate campaigns. However, the initial ability of the organization to deliver successful English and French campaigns would not have lasted without leadership, commitment and consistency at the highest levels of the organization over time. The values underpinning ParticipACTION's organizational culture were clearly upheld when recruiting board members, staff and suppliers who had the right attitudes, skills and networks.
